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ABSTRACT

Europe is again in an intense state of migration influx. While some European countries have
historical precedence for these types of population shifts, Italy has largely remained outside the
modern phenomenon, since it did not experience the economic boom of post WW2 and the
subsequent demand for migrant workers, nor did it experience the pull effect of language migrants
after the decolonization of Africa. Italy therefore also missed the second surge of migration during
the 70’s and 80’s when families of these immigrants began arriving in Europe. What Italy did
experience throughout the 20th century, and continues to experience today, is the emigration of
massive numbers of Italians due to economic instability and a lack of job creation. Italy is now
witnessing a surge in immigration of asylum-seekers crossing the Mediterranean after the death of alGaddafi opened the Libyan border. Most of these migrants are moving from Sub-Saharan Africa
and the Middle East, particularly after the Arab Spring and successive civil wars. Their journey
through the Sahara and Libya can take months or years and is often filled with abuse and torture.
When migrants finally arrive to Italy, they are in need of services, such as psychotherapy treatment
for trauma, but the rapid rate at which they are arriving and the sheer numbers make it difficult for
Italians to meet these needs. The absence of effective language teaching is also a serious issue, as
there has been little demand for teaching Italian to speakers of other languages before now. New
agents for social change, people known as Intercultural Mediators, are providing not only linguistic
intervention, but also orientation and psychosocial support. Intercultural Mediators bridge
communication between Italians and immigrants as well as create space for new cultures to emerge.
Despite the progress being made with the help of Intercultural Mediation, unemployment remains a
constant threat to peace and integration. For this reason, the author includes a business proposal
presenting “integration through job creation” in Socrates, a sock company where immigrants and
Italians learn from one another in a collaborative environment of raising sheep and producing wool
socks.

Keywords: migration, population shifts, emigration, economic instability, Libyan border, integration,
job creation, culture, intercultural mediator, communication, collaborative, Italian unemployment,
linguistic intervention
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Introduction
Immigration to Italy soared to an all-time high the summer of 2014. The final number of sea
arrivals came in at 170,000 compared to 42,000 the previous year. An Economist article from that July
highlighted the crisis of “illegal immigrants” crossing the sea from Libya: “Tidal Wave: more horrific
deaths in the Mediterranean.” The largest flow of modern African migration funnels through one
country. “Some arrive by choice, others by force. But Libya is the purgatory where most migrants
prepare to face the deadliest stretch of the Mediterranean Sea” (Sakuma 2016). The story of how
Libya’s costal border broke open is one of gore and manipulation, of political agenda hiding behind
humanitarian aid. The story leads to a country in chaos, bringing to pass the prophetic words of its
former sadistic leader:
If one seeks to destabilize [Libya], there will be chaos, Bin Laden, armed factions.
That is what will happen. You will have immigration; thousands of people will invade
Europe from Libya. And there will no longer be anyone to stop them. Bin Laden will
base himself in North Africa […]. You will have Bin Laden at your doorstep. This
catastrophe will extend out of Pakistan and Afghanistan and reach all the way to
North Africa (Muammar al-Gaddafi on the eve of the NATO intervention).

Figure 1: From the South, migrants flee the vestiges of wars that have left entire nations in ruin. From the East,
they escape a life of indefinite military servitude and violence. From the West, they evade destitution and
governments that arbitrarily jail whomever they please.
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The Libyan Border
Behind the scenes of the Arab Spring, a post-Desert Storm alliance between The West and
Arab dictators allowed for the eventual sacrifice of certain leaders in order to curtail what the West
saw as a growing influence of Islamism (Meiloud 2014). Key players in the 2011 overthrow of
Libyan dictator Muammar al-Gaddafi were The United States, France and Great Britain along with
the UAE and Qatar. Although the claim could be made that al-Gaddafi’s ousting and brutal murder
were necessary to end his own numerous tortures and abuses throughout Africa, humanitarian aid
was not the only motivation, nor was the justification of preventing ‘Islamist terrorism’ since it was
virtually non-existent in Libya under al-Gaddafi’s regime (Howlett-Martin 2016). What critics point
to instead is the lobbying power of large petroleum corporations in the US and Europe with regards
to Libyan oil as well an increasing fear that al-Gaddafi would establish a United Federation of
African States. Many NATO leaders were against military intervention, including then Italian Prime
Minister, Silvio Berlusconi, who had been entangled for years in bribe-like negotiations with alGaddafi to compensate Libya for Italian colonialism while in exchange, al-Gaddafi promised to keep
Africans from storming the shores of Europe. His promises were actually more like racist threats
than assurances, “Europe runs the risk of turning black from illegal immigration,” he warned. “It
could turn into Africa” (Sakuma 2016).
What the Libyan dictator knew full well was that sub-Saharan Africans were suffering. PostWW2 decolonization had left countries in disarray, stripped, propped up with unstable governments,
some of which were becoming more and more violent. In the power struggle that ensued after alGaddafi’s death, rivaling factions left the door open for smuggling networks to create a market along
Libya’s 1,100-mile coastline. This opening was all that was needed for years of simmering pressure
to erupt out and into the sea. Migrants arrived en masse on the shores of Sicily, as did the dead
bodies of those whose rickety lifeboats could not bear either the weight inside or the waves outside.
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Eventually, Facebook feeds began to stream with posts of those who had made it across,
their selfies posed next to Ferraris or with the latest iphone in hand. Euros arriving from these loved
ones helped to downplay the risks, dead bodies a footnote for Africans desperate to realize the
European dream. Like an electric fence in Nigeria or reports of rape coming out of Libyan prisons,
no cost could outweigh the heaviness of remaining in Africa. “A fence, even an electrified fence,
won’t stop migration. These people are suffering, and they will travel anywhere where they can find
a better life” (Kingsley 2015).

	
  

	
  
Figure 2: The Mediterranean is the most dangerous place for migrants. This database from Migrant Files
shows the more than 30,000 people who have died trying to cross the Sea since 2000.

Now Europe is struggling to close that border and end the so-called “immigrant invasion.”
But current initiatives aimed at curtailing Mediterranean crossings, as with those trying to contain
Sahara crossings, are resulting in more deaths and tortures. “The conundrum Libya poses for
policymakers is that the root of this wave of migration does not come from a single source. Like a
flood of tributaries streaming to the mouth of a river, migrants are fleeing from at least a dozen
different countries. Shutting off the flow would mean addressing the needs of migrants spanning
half of an entire continent” (Sakuma 2016). EU policies, instead, are becoming more protective and
expulsive, with the intention to hand over control to Libya, an idea that seems absurd since there is
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no one central government, but rather a toxic mixture of factions vying for power. Moreover, these
efforts to close the border or send boats back to Libya, are locking migrants into a country where
they are “unlawfully detained in inhumane conditions, systematically exposed to torture and other
cruel, inhuman and degrading treatment or punishment, including sexual violence often to extort a
ransom” (amnesty.org 2017). Amnesty International and other human rights organizations now
claim that the EU, and Italy in particular, are complicit in crimes against humanity.

Figure 3: A refugee weeps after being captured by anti-immigration police onboard a boat bound for Italy.
Tripoli, Libya June 6, 2016

Italian Emigration
Each European country has its own nuanced relationship with regards to immigration, but
Italy is a particular case since it has been, for the last two centuries, a country of emigration. The
pattern of abandonment plaguing Italy has existed for well over a century, interestingly enough
beginning shortly after the country’s unification in 1861. “Between the period of 1880 and 1976,
[Italy experienced] the largest voluntary emigration in documented history, with about 13 million
Italians leaving the country” (Ben-Ghait and Hom 2015). Most statistics have those numbers
doubled, as noted in Allevi and Dalla Zuanna’s, Tutto Quello Che Non Vi Hanno Mai Detto
Sull’Immigrazione: “In the first century of national unification (1861-1961), at least 25 million Italians
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left Italy—about 700 a day.” In testimony before a United States congressional commission in the
early 1900s, a Calabrese politician said that immigration from the South of Italy had gone too far and
that he was “sorry Columbus had ever discovered America” (Stapinski 2017).
Figure 4: Comparison of two photos…Italian immigration to USA and African immigration to Italy

Parallelism Between Italian Emigration and Current Immigration
Italy’s emigration becomes even more exceptional when studied side by side its current
immigration, where the parallelism is remarkable. Today, harrowing photos of Mediterranean
crossings show bodies floating, children washed ashore. Although there was no Internet to alert the
world of the devastation Italians were experiencing on their 3000-mile transatlantic journey to
America in the late 1800’s, historical documents reveal the horrors. On the average 10-15% of
passengers died due to unsanitary conditions such as sleeping in urine or drinking contaminated
water stored in re-used casks residued with oil, vinegar or turpentine. Transmission of contagious
diseases, especially cholera and typhus was such a risk that the dead would be cast overboard to
prevent further spread of sickness (Nugent 1995 &, Simkin 1997). The Irish nicknamed the boats
“coffin ships” since passengers were packed so tight and death was so common. “It was said that
sharks could be seen following the ships, because so many bodies were thrown overboard” (Wakin
2002). The Voyage of Patrick Burns to America, as penned by Patrick Burns himself in the year 1900
recounts his personal experience, “The method of burying was the wrapping of the body in sail
cloth and placing it on a plank on the rail of the ship, then weighing it down with sand or stones and
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cast into the water. As there was no clergyman on board, I read the De Profundis over each before
the body was cast into the sea; such heart-rending scenes I have never before or since witnessed.”
Abuses on the journey
For those who left in a state of poverty and starvation, their vulnerability became an open
wound where abuses multiplied like bacteria. William Mure, a British council member in New
Orleans, reported that one captain “conducted himself harshly and in a most improper manner to
some of the female passengers having held out the inducement of better rations to two who were
almost starving in the hope they would accede to his infamous designs” (Simkin 1997). In 1860, the
New York commissioners of emigration carried out an investigation into the treatment of female
passengers on board ships carrying immigrants from Europe. The report states,
The frequent complaints made by female emigrants arriving in New York of illtreatment and abuse from the captains and other officers caused us to investigate the
subject; and from investigation we regret to say that after reaching the high seas the
captain frequently selects some unprotected female from among the passengers,
induces her to visit his cabin, and when there, abusing his authority as commander,
partly by threats, and partly by promises of marriage, accomplishes her ruin, and
retains her in his quarters for the rest of the voyage, for the indulgence of his vicious
passions and the purposes of prostitution; other officers often imitate the example of
their superior, and when the poor friendless woman, thus seduced, arrives at this
port, they are thrust upon shore and abandoned to their fate (Simkin 1997).
Echoes of similar abuses can be heard today on an African’s journey to Europe where
migrants pass through three gates of hell: the Sahara, Libya and the Mediterranean in an attempt to
reach Italian soil. Some women have rituals performed on them before they leave, for example the
assumption of their grandmother’s vagina, in an attempt to distance themselves from their bodies.
To cross the Sahara, migrants pay smugglers in Niger to move them across the desert. They cram on
top of pick-up trucks with a bottle of water and turbans wrapped around their mouth and eyes for
protection from the sand. In this way they depart, in the dead of night, faces wrapped like mummies,
for three to six days, clinging onto wooden sticks tied to the vehicle so they won’t fall off.
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New EU policies try to curb smuggling practices, but only end up increasing its hazards by
forcing smugglers “further into the desert and out of sight of the media and global attention.”
Migrants are being abandoned to die of thirst in “unforgiving sands and heat” as smugglers try to
dodge the Niger military (Penny 2017). On the Road in Agadez highlights the risks of policy changes or
smuggling bans without economic investments in areas like Agadez, which transitioned from a
tourist destination to a smuggling operation after a wave of local rebellions and the rise of an AlQaeda franchise forced a complete transformation of work and economy in this region of Niger
(Kingsley 2015). In enforcing policies that attempt to cut off this trans-Saharan route, the EU is
simply exchanging short-term gains in reducing immigration for long-term stability in Africa. The
risks are high not only for the people of Agadez whose livelihood now depends on migration, but
also for migrants themselves who get pushed into shadow routes if these new policies are enforced.

Figure 5: Sub-Saharan migrants leaving the city of Agadez

Those who make it alive through the desert face worse conditions once they arrive in Libya.
If they have not pre-paid Libyan traffickers, and sometimes even if they have, migrants will be
tortured until more money arrives from the country they left behind. “If someone’s parents pay
within one day, no problem, he leaves,” says Ismail Mohama, the Red Cross’s migration coordinator
in Agadez. “But if not, [the traffickers] will torture him. They usually have wounds from beatings on
their backs, and sometimes on their heels. At the moment they are calling their parents, they are
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beaten on their feet” (Kingsley 2015). Migrants are often thrown in prison in unspeakable
conditions. Sadistic accounts of rape, both male and female, are being reported from Libya where
the country in chaos repeats a type of systematic sex torture leftover from the al-Gaddafi regime on
its fellow Africans detained within their prisons (Allegra 2017, Cojean 2014).
Those who survive both the Sahara passage and the tortures in Libya weigh the risks of a
Mediterranean crossing against a return back to their country. In either case, they must make money
or money must be paid on their behalf to execute any decision.
…African migrants in the north of Libya feel they have no choice but to risk the sea
voyage to Europe, even if they don’t have the right to political asylum. Some might
have seen Libya as their final destination, somewhere they could make their fortune,
and then return home with pride. But with a civil war raging and no one to protect
them, most migrants are at risk of kidnap, extortion and forced labor. So they need
to leave. But the route back through the desert to Agadez is just as expensive as the
Mediterranean voyage, and the risks are similar (Kingsley 2015).

Figure 6: Europe Complicit in Crime: Amnesty International calls out EU states as contributing to the Libyan
crisis, highlighting abuses against Europe-bound refugees and migrants.

And so they go, sometimes forced by gunpoint, passage paid, or pushed out to sea by
“angels” who have snuck them out of prison in the middle of the night. They climb into rafts at the
Libyan coast, life jackets confiscated by guards trying to fit more people in.
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Migrants suffer dreadfully in such voyages. In one incident, reported by Médecins Sans
Frontières, a woman with a six-month-old baby who was crying was told by a
smuggler to shut it up. “I have nothing to give to him, not even water,” she said. The
smuggler threw the infant into the sea, telling her: “Now he can drink water.” This
week, one Lampadusa fisherman told Newsnight, “We often pull up skulls and bones
in our nets.” There is an almost biblical scale to this transcontinental tragedy, one
that shames our western sense of security. At the same time, it evokes the elemental
struggle presented by the sea; the hope that it presents, and the terrible consequences
of placing any trust in it. The sea does not care. (Hoare 2015)

Figure 7: The bodies of migrants lie on a boat after being recovered by the Santa Lucia merchant ship off the
Libyan coast, on 1 August 2017.

Within the last year more and more of these boats are being turned back after the Italian
coastguard proposed a new plan which aims to hand over sea rescues to Libya. This controversial
plan would finance, train and assist in building-up Libya’s coastguard and immigrant centers. The
idea terrifies non-profit rescue operations and aid groups who believe sending boats full of asylumseekers back to “hell on earth” is a violation of international law and human rights (Dearden 2017).
Activists also point to Libyan violence at sea, such as an incident when the crew of a German
humanitarian ship, Sea Watch 3 used small speedboats to pull people from the water while the
Libyans just looked on. “Some migrants who climbed on board the Libyan vessel were whipped
with ropes, and the Libyan boat sped off with a man still dangling in the water, according to videos
shot by Sea Watch and crew member Gennaro Giudetti, who pulled the body of a lifeless 2 year-old
Nigerian boy named Great from the water (Scherer 2017).” Survivors are typically lifted from their
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boats and onto more secure ships by the Italian coastguard or other search and rescue operations,
such as the German Sea Watch. By law, rescued migrants must be taken to the nearest “safe port”
and this is the argument activists use to claim that sending people back to Libya is a violation of
international law. Pope Francis has pleaded that the sea not be turned into a cemetery, but Italy,
under pressure, ceased its rescue program, Mare Nostrum, which critics said only encouraged migrants
to cross the sea.
Anti-Italian Sentiment in the USA at the Turn of the Last Century
Looking at the reception of these migrants in the host country sheds light on another
similarity to the great Italian migration towards America in the early 1900s. Survivors who landed on
Ellis Island stumbled off the ship in a weakened state, without knowledge of English and often
broke or in debt. Italians settling into American life would be called “dirty, black bloods, workstealers, loafers, criminals, and dark-skinned” (Celima 2017). Italians were regularly hunted down by
the KKK not only because of their dark skin, but also because of their devotion to the Catholic
Church, which many Americans viewed as a threat the Protestant faith. One of the largest masslynchings in American history took place in 1891 and those hanged were not African-Americans, but
Italians. After these 11 died, the governor of Louisiana said they were, “just a little worse than the
Negro, being if anything filthier in their habits, lawless, and treacherous” (Falco 2012:2).

Figure 8: Direct from the Slums of Europe:
A cartoon depicting Italians as rats
climbing up onto the New York harbor.
The caption reads, “The Unrestricted
Dumping Grounds.”

	
  
In the Dillingham report of 1911, the United States Immigration Commission used the
theories of Italian criminologist, Cesare Lombroso, to limit immigration by claiming that certain
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kinds of criminality are inherent in the Italian race. Lombroso, “a traitor to his own people,”
measured the heads and bodies of Southern Italians and compared them to the lower primates,
stating they were, “more likely to commit violent crimes than immigrants from Germany, Norway,
Austria, Sweden, England and every other European country” (Stapinski 2017). His research was
used by the Commission when they declared: “In the popular mind, crimes of personal violence,
robbery, blackmail and extortion are peculiar to the people of Italy” (Stapinski 2017). In 1924, the
immigration department reinforced Lombroso’s north/south distinction by classifying northern and
southern Italians into two different ethnic groups. This allowed the US to halt specifically Southern
Italians from immigrating to America by lumping them together with Eastern Europeans. The
memory of these experiences for Italians could inform cross-cultural dialogue and understanding in
the current situation of African accoglienza (reception and hospitality).
Shifts in Political and Social Discourse concerning Immigration
Present-day rhetoric in Italy and Europe around illegal immigrants, while more subtle, still
carries the same xenophobia. “This new racism is not based on biology or hierarchy, but on culture
and difference” (Colombo 2013). Current political discourse does not mention race or overtly racial
criteria but uses instead language of expulsion and protection. By focusing on strengthening the
nation and returning to traditional values, politicians try to light the fire of nationalism. Re-emerging
right-wing parties in euro-politics, such as Lega in Italy, the Republikaner in Germany, the Swedish
Democrats, the French Front National, Vlaams Blok in Belgium, the FPÖ in Austria and the Danish
People’s party “claim the right of European national cultures to protect their national and cultural
identities” against an “invasion of immigrants” (Colombo 2013).
Critical Discourse Analysis works to uncover ideologies laced in language employed
politically in countries most affected by current migration trends. Cardinal discourse analyst, Teun
A. Van Dijk, compares file samples from debates in the British House of Commons concerning

Mediation in the Mediterranean: Italy as a Crucible for Immigration and Intercultural Mediation

18	
  

asylum-seekers to other European nations and draws the conclusion that although there are
differences of style, much of the rhetoric in Western European countries shares similar topics,
discourse strategies and arguments against immigration. He highlights the language of ‘Us and
Them’ as the prototypical form for racist propaganda. Parliamentary debates can be seen as contexts
that are sourced in ideological debate since in order to belong to a party, you must share similar
ideologies. Van Dijk also notes that the global topics of parliamentary debate are often stereotypical.
He says, “Some social or political phenomenon has been noted, and will now be defined according
to the ideology of the speech participants, usually as a problem.” After the problem, its negative
consequences are spelled out and then the speaker will offer a solution to that problem with regards
to policy change or retention of a set policy (Van Dijk 2000). It is out of platforms such as these that
the most recent EU policies are born. “Whereas old racism aimed at subordination, the ethnopluralist doctrine basically aims at expulsion” (Colombo 2013).

	
  
Figure 9: Lega’s Matteo Salvini marching the streets of Milan with his ‘Stop Invasion’ propaganda

In Italy’s last election, Matteo Salvini, as leader of the Lega party, claimed that Muslim
immigrants were increasing the risk of terrorism and called for an increase in expulsions and
rejections of asylum-seekers. However, Italy has thus far avoided a single terrorist attack, despite the
fact that in 2017 the country accounted for 82% of illegal immigrants to Europe. “It is remarkable
that Italy should not have experienced a single deadly jihadist attack when Britain, France, Germany
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and Spain have all been targeted—not least because it undermines the argument for a link between
illegal immigration and terrorism” (The Economist Group 2017). Something that seems like a danger is
actually not a danger when it becomes de-politicized and made local, like what is happening in some
Italian towns today.

In Italy, particularly outside of the major
urban centers, there is a significant microculture of inclusion. This is linked to the
economic structure of Italy, a structure that
has emerged particularly following the
collapse of big industry, but which has
ensured that social relationships are very
much centered around personal contacts
and communitarian activities (Christiani
2017).

Figure 10: Percentage of Muslim Population in
Europe in 2016

Although in some cases Italy’s population
centers are dominated by local parties that
are right wing or xenophobic in their
politics, local relations are based on a less
confrontational and more nuanced microculture. Residents often know each other,
sometimes work together and frequently
interact with their neighbors. They
generally have greater exposure to each
other, something that is in stark contrast
with the segregation that has developed in
some European cities over the past 30
years (Christiani 2017).
Differences between Italy and other European Countries
The ‘asylum-seekers’ migration refers specifically to the most recent wave of migrants
coming from the Middle East (especially after the Arab Spring) and Africa (especially after the
opening of the Libyan border), with a high number also arriving from Bangladesh and Pakistan. A
characteristic that sets Italy apart from the rest of Western Europe is that it missed the first two
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waves of migration that other countries experienced after WW2. Randall Hanson breaks down
migration to Europe since 1945 into three overarching steps: labor migration, colonial migration,
and the recent asylum-related migration. No one could have imagined after the horrors of WW2 that
the faces of cities in Germany and other European countries would look as multicultural as they do
today. “When vast swathes of Europe were rubble, and the United Kingdom teetered on the verge
of bankruptcy, few expected that the largely white and ethnically cleansed old world would emerge
thirty years later as a multi-ethnic continent” (Hansen 2003).
The first migration flow that Europe experienced in the 20th century started when the
economy of post-WW2 Germany began to recover. Germans created guest-worker schemes and
offered incentives to willing foreigners who were allowed to remain in the country provided there
were jobs. However, when the economy started to slow in the 1970’s and the German government
issued a migrations stop in 1973, the unintended result was a locking in of a foreign population who
were not willing to repatriate.
Countries with a colonial history found themselves in situations equally complex. Although
Germany had also possessed colonies in Africa, the League of Nations divided up these lands as a
punishment after World War 1. Other countries such as France, the UK, Belgium and the
Netherlands drew workers from former colonies when ‘white workers’ could not fill their labor
needs. The British government adopted legislation in 1948 that transformed all colonial British
subjects into citizens of the UK, giving full economic, social and political rights to any person
entering the country. “West Indians, then Indians, then Pakistanis began to migrate to the UK”
(Hanson 2003). By the time certain restrictions were added to the citizenship clause in the 60s, over
500,000 people had already immigrated to the UK. France’s response to Algeria was somewhat
similar, with French companies directly hiring colonial migrants and then afterwards regularizing
their status through the National Office of Immigration (ONI).

Mediation in the Mediterranean: Italy as a Crucible for Immigration and Intercultural Mediation

21	
  

Italy became an exception to these emerging multilingual, multicultural European societies.
The anomaly may be linked to its own people’s expatriation, which reveals something profound
about its population and economy. Despite a brief pause of emigration rates around the time of
WW1, due to both a rise in fascist idealism and immigration restrictions from the USA, Italians
continued leaving in mass numbers. The numbers shot up again at the end of WW2, although this
time Italians expanded their destinations to South America, Australia and other European countries
(Celima 2017). Why Italy’s economy never boomed like other European countries remains a
mystery, especially to outsiders. It could have something to do with the Mafia’s diffusion in politics
and finances or perhaps a continual lack of national unity. The people tend to be ‘loyal to the village
bell’ meaning that connections within a town are strong and tribal, but rarely include the country as a
whole, let alone its neighboring villages. While other European countries were becoming more and
more diverse during the mid to late 1900s, Italy remained very Italian in number and character.
Paradoxically, since this being Italian occurs around the village bell, it leaves the door open today for
assimilation of new cultures at the local level.
A look into colonization highlights another difference between Italy and other European
nations. It appears that Italians may have lost their taste for world domination after the collapse of
the Roman Empire, since their presence during times of colonization both of the Americas, India
and Africa was somehow softer than that of other Western powers. Language shifts are a kind of
“X-marks-the-spot” on the map of European Domination, where influence is evidenced today in
sound. If you listen closely, you may hear a faint whisper of Italian spoken in some small pockets
around the Horn of Africa, but otherwise the language is not present. Whenever there was sustained
military presence, language took root, affecting entire populations. In times of migration, these
language footprints became a pull for different ethnic groups. Indians already speaking some English
could adapt more easily to British life. Population exchanges between Spain or Portugal and South
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America could be managed with linguistic ease. The same was true for French-speaking Africans
moving to France or Portuguese-speaking Africans heading to Portugal. Italy did not have an
equivalent phenomenon. Italian colonization efforts in Africa were brief, transpiring later than the
others and can be viewed in retrospect as a short term, “get on the bandwagon” action.
Unfortunately, these efforts were not without their own fascist brutality as demonstrated in the
Addis Ababa massacre of 1937 where thousands of Ethiopians were slaughtered after their failed
attempt to assassinate the Italian Viceroy (Bosworth 2018).
In the period of New Imperialism, also known as the “Scramble for Africa” (1881-1914),
European countries went after the continent like it was something to be possessed, divvying up
lands and resources as if they were there for the taking, all the while pretending they did not already
belong to peoples and cultures that had been developing for millennia.

Figure 11: The Rhodes Colossus, striding from Cape Town to Cairo: an iconic cartoon of the “Scramble for
Africa,” part of the New Imperialism, depicting British colonialist Cecil Rhodes standing over the continent.

When it finally came to an end after WW2, Imperial Retreat was so sudden and transformative, it
became known as the winds of change. That phrase was first spoken by UK Prime Minister, Harold
Macmillan, when he addressed an all-white parliament in South Africa in 1960, “The wind of change
is blowing through this continent, and whether we like it or not, this growth of national
consciousness is a political fact. We must all accept it as a fact, and our national policies must take
account of it.” And yet despite this rise in nationalism and progress in African Independence, most
countries today continue to be powerless to elect their own governments or be justly protected by
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their local law enforcement. And despite the physical withdrawal of European military, Europe and
other powerful nations continue to wield a phantasmic presence today, harvesting African resources
with little or no compensation.
Figure 12: Map of Africa with Languages Spoken in 1913
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Italy not only missed the first flow of labor migrants after WW2, but also the intense
population shifts that occurred after decolonization. This meant that Italy also avoided another mass
movement in which relatives of these migrants began to arrive for family reunification. Although
governments tried to limit reunification and encourage repatriation, all such efforts failed. “In
admitting young men in the 1950s and 1960s, European states committed themselves to admitting
wives, children and sometimes grandparents later” (Hansen 2003). Italy, however, remained once
again Italian with the exception of some Eastern Europeans who easily assimilated into the culture
and The Roma people who did not typically integrate at all into the larger society. Other immigrants,
for the most part, only passed through Italy to access other parts of Europe.
Changes after Dublin Regulation
Dublin Regulation changed all this when the 1990 summit forced Italy to begin taking
responsibility for its fair share of Europe’s immigrants. Dublin stipulated that all migrants must
request asylum in the first European country they enter and stay there until all documents are
processed. The regulation was an attempt to maintain border control and spread out the incoming
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population, but it has brought many challenges both for the country and for the immigrants who
“get stuck here.” Italian bureaucracy is notorious; processing documents can take months, even
years. Many migrants wander around in a haze, sleeping for days or scrolling down their phones in
dark bedrooms. At first they do attend school and try to learn Italian, but the wait becomes
oppressive. If they are granted asylum, only some types of protection permit EU travel, confining
many to a country where even highly educated, overqualified Italians cannot find work. Dublin has
pushed some to burn their fingers in an attempt to erase their entry into Italy and start over in
another EU country. “He burned his fingertips so he could apply for asylum like a new person,” and
reports like these from The Guardian highlight another EU discrepancy between law and life. “’We
speak about legislation but forget to translate this into a life,’ says Laura Boldrini, a spokesperson for
the UN refugee agency, UNHCR, in Italy. ‘Refugees don’t know the language, they may be
traumatized, they are lost and don’t know what to do—rebuilding a life is not a joke. International
protection becomes a box with no key; to open it you need integration’” (Grant & Domokos 2011).
Current Issues With Immigration in Italy
While asylum-seekers continue to risk their lives to get here, Italians continue to wonder why
anyone would want to. The economic situation, which weakened when the Lire became Euro,
worsened with the 2008 global financial crisis. Unemployment is high, especially for the youth, who
hide out in educational systems just to avoid the brutal reality of a job search. Current Italian
emigration presents a situation so humiliating that the country refuses to document actual statistics,
which would result in a ‘brutta figura’ for the country. How can a place so lush and modern, so EU
worthy, not be able to take care of its own youth? Meanwhile, the rest of the world clings to an
image of Italy as a land of wealth and opportunity, of Prada and Gucci. The numbers, however, reveal
an oppressive unemployment rate akin to the behind-the-scenes anorexia of runway models in the
aforementioned companies. The Local.it reports the 2017 data with sarcastic optimism, “Youth

Mediation in the Mediterranean: Italy as a Crucible for Immigration and Intercultural Mediation

25	
  

unemployment in Italy had actually fallen since the report’s last edition, down to 37.8 % compared
to 40.3% the previous year.” Italians tell stories of working for months and never being paid at all,
or of spending their whole paycheck on gas just to get to the job, the work a necessity for experience
or simply for dignity. When young couples say, “We’ve decided not to have children because we
won’t be able to provide for them,” they are not trying to shirk responsibility; they mean it with all
their hearts. Italians are not having children because they fear that their country does not have
enough resources to support those children, while people from Africa and the Middle East are
leaving their country because it has actively become a threat to their survival.
“No one leaves home unless home is the mouth of a shark,” writes Warsan Shire, a UK
immigrant. Despite the lagging economy, life in Italy is still better than what migrants left behind:
war, poverty or a lack of justice that restricts human rights. The problem for Italy is that migrants
are coming at such a fast rate and in such a short period of time that it becomes difficult or
impossible to provide basic services. Upon arrival, immigrants are in need of orientation and
information, but often even the simplest of their questions remain unanswered. The absence of
effective language teaching is also a serious issue, since Italians had no previous demand for
professionals like TESOL educators who target second language learners with communicative
approaches and curriculum. In addition, the lack of comprehensive psychological treatment leaves a
large percentage of the population with unresolved issues from journey-related trauma.
Thankfully, there is a new type of work evolving in Europe to facilitate the meeting of
different cultures: Intercultural Mediation. The people working in this field, known as Intercultural
Mediators, are becoming agents for social change in a critical period of transition and
transformation. All immigrant centers in Italy are now required by law to have at least one
Intercultural Mediator (Mediatore Interculturale) on staff.
INTERCULTURAL MEDIATION
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Introduction to Intercultural Mediation
Globalization, migration, and modern methods of communication are creating a
phenomenon of merging and converging cultures. While these changes are helping to develop new
contacts and ideas, they are also creating friction, rejection, and conflict between cultures. The work
of Intercultural Mediators is to bridge immigrant and the new culture, to explain human rights and
international laws, to connect the immigrant with social services and education, to foster language
acquisition, and ideally, to create activities in which the local community can meet and interact with
immigrants. “Intercultural mediation is a diverse concept, mixing the theories of communication,
psychology, anthropology, linguistics and culture: in short, an interdisciplinary minefield!” (Adeline
2009).
People have been doing this type of work since the dawn of man, quietly working behind the
scenes to soften conflict between groups or arrange accords among adversaries, notable roles being:
the referee, the matchmaker, the peace-builder, the diplomat, the interpreter, the translator, the gobetween. What is somehow new with this particular profession today is that the Intercultural
Mediator is continually and purposefully studying a variety of disciplines in order to not only
facilitate an accord between two, but also to prepare a fertile environment for new cultures to
emerge. Some researchers refer to this as creating a third space (Soja 1996, Wharf 2006).
Roots of Mediation in Vygotsky and Bourdieu
Although it is difficult to point to one person or field of study out of which Intercultural
Mediation grew, its roots are buried in Sociology and cultural mediation. The Soviet psycosociologist,
Lev Vygotsky, studied child development and how it was affected by culture and interpersonal
communication. He observed that the higher mental functions in children developed through social
interactions with others in their environment. Through these interactions the child would come to
learn the habits and mind of a culture, including not only speech and written language, but also
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symbolic knowledge through which the child could derive meaning. This key premise of Vygotskian
psychology is often referred to as cultural mediation. Vygotsky believed mediation was essential for
brain development, social understanding and language acquisition, claiming that, “the central fact
about our psychology is the fact of mediation” (1933). He noted that in order to progress in a given
task, the child would seek out mediation by another, which would then allow him to accomplish the
work or acquire the skill. The area of difference between what a child could accomplish with
mediation as opposed to having no mediation became known as the Zone of Proximal Development. The
phenomenon can be observed in a child’s use of self-directed language (private speech) to regulate
behavior. In Mind in Society, Vygotsky writes, “Every function in the child’s cultural development
appears twice: first, on the social level, and later on the individual level; first, between people
(interpsychological), and then inside the child (intrapsychological). This applies equally to voluntary
attention, to logical memory, and to the formation of concepts. All the higher functions originate as
actual relations between human individuals” (1978).
We know that the words we choose are not chosen by accident. For Vygotsky, every
word is in itself already a generalization and a microcosm of a much broader
contextual world. Words are the reflection of our verbal thought. The latter is not an
innate or natural form of behavior; it is determined by a historical and cultural
process, and by the social and political world in which we live (Zarate et al. 2004).
Vygotsky’s work demonstrates how communication not only encompasses history and culture, but
also politics and society. Since communication and negotiation behavior vary between cultures, it
becomes a critical place for mediation. An example of this can be seen in the Nigerian response,
“No problem,” when asked if he wants to participate in an activity. Whereas an Italian may say
something like, “Yes” or “Definitely,” the Nigerian response can be mistaken as indifference, when
it is, in fact, a response of seeming humble and unassuming.
Another important concept stemming from cultural mediation is the idea of culture as capital,
as proposed by French sociologist, Pierre Bourdieu. While economic capital refers to material assets
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(property, money), cultural capital is an intangible resource consisting of a person’s social assets
(education, style of speech, dress) that promote social mobility. Bourdieu’s ideas have been used to
uncover social injustices and underscore power dynamics between social classes. In his book,
Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste, Bourdieu argues that judgments of taste are related
to social position, or more precisely, are themselves acts of social positioning. Cultural mediation
then becomes a way both to gain and negotiate knowledge about symbolic privilege. In this sense,
mediators of culture can range from marketers who sustain the idea of Coca-Cola as a critical part of
American culture to teachers who guide inner city kids into an appreciation of the Opera. In order
to contrast the process of mediation with that of formal education, the Europroject, Time for Cultural
Mediation, proposes the German term, Kultuvermittlung—“the provision of cultural knowledge.” To
access that cultural knowledge, mediation makes space for the negotiation of meaning (exchange,
reaction and response) directly in social contexts, such as exhibition spaces, opera houses or science
laboratories. Teachers also become mediators when their classrooms are porous spaces that foster
dialectic discovery (Breen 1999, Todeva 2016). Tangible benefits of cultural mediation are: enhanced
solidarity among participants, increased desire to be involved in the shaping of one’s environment,
and progress in conflict resolution (Swiss Arts Council 2013).
Intercultural Mediation in Italy
Cultural mediation takes on a somewhat wider angle with regards to immigration. Here, the
role of cultural mediator expands to that of intercultural mediator and exists in the meeting place
between two or more cultures. The recent “asylum-seeker” migration in Europe is finally catching
Italy up with its fellow countries who have had more time to process post WW2 population shifts.
“Intercultural Mediation appeared and asserted itself in Italy only recently, on the basis of
experiences already begun in other European countries, thanks both to overcoming an original
vision in terms of Emergency in approaching the migratory phenomenon, and to overall political
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choices favoring integration of the immigrated population” (IMMIWEB.org 2018). The term
Integration should be qualified as originating from the Latin integratus, “to make whole,” “untainted,”
“upright” and means “to put together parts or elements and combine them into a whole.” The
whole is other than its parts, but the parts remain intact. Put in another way, integration is
unification, but not homogenization. Intercultural mediators work to understand the other person’s
cultural, historical, religious and linguistic background in order to help realize a more harmonious
cohabitation and for better management of immigrant services.
As the first point of contact the refugees have on arrival, Intercultural Mediators play
a crucial role: translating, informing and generally acting as go-betweens with the
local authorities. They advise migrants about their rights and the services available in
their new country. They also explain the cultural differences they need to be aware of
as they navigate life in a foreign land, all the while relaying vital information back to
aid workers (Montenegro 2016).
Two Italian legal documents, Testo Unico Sulla disciplina dell'immigrazione and Documento Programmatico
Relativo alla Politica Dell'immigrazione, characterize Intercultural Mediation as a constant element in
politics and social integration, “indispensable to allow new citizens to exercise their rights on the one
hand and in facilitating cultural integration through mutual acquaintance and exchange on the other
hand” (immiweb.org 2018).
Intercultural Mediation was grassroots work that started spontaneously and without controls
long before it was considered a profession. With the help of European initiatives, the title gained
momentum and clarification. Now there are Intercultural Mediators working not only in immigrant
centers, but also in schools, police stations, legal offices, prisons and health organizations. Some
European universities are beginning to offer Masters degrees in Intercultural Mediation, but most
countries prefer hours of study and internship outside of academia where competition and funding
can become obstacles to otherwise qualified candidates. In fact, ideal candidates are immigrants
themselves or people who have had first hand experiences in different cultures and can speak more
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than one language. The very first Intercultural Mediators in Italy had no paper qualifications, but
simply became mediators, role models for later policy makers who worked to define what an
Intercultural Mediator was.
Simply put, Intercultural Mediation is the act of establishing social links between people
from different cultures. Culture here includes, “all the variables which determine past or future
behavior which the individual acquires and exhibits by way of symbols, and which makes up a
distinctive symbol of a human group. The essential part of the culture is the traditional ideas and
particularly, the values attached to these ideas.” Values are “whatever is implicitly or explicitly
desirable for an individual or group, and which influences the choice of method, way and aim of the
action” (Adeline 2009).
Within culture, there are social, psychological and linguistic aspects which are often not
considered, but which are paramount for the Intercultural Mediator, such as an individual’s
perception of space, time, colors, objects, etc., her way of thinking and believing, her concept of self
and others, and her body language (gesture, eye contact, silence, smiling etc.). Since all of these
factors are subtle and nuanced, they become focal points for mediation. Immigrants often feel
frustrated and worthless due to their inability to speak the language and understand social cues, or
navigate cultural situations. Intercultural Mediators explain to Immigrants what most people living in
the culture take for granted. But beyond this, Intercultural Mediators help immigrants gather their
own resources: linguistic, social, artistic, culinary, etc. in order for both the individual and the
community to recognize these resources as valuable. Once recognized, resources can be exchanged,
for example, in international food fairs, art exhibitions, story telling, dances, or presentations. This
egalitarian perspective is also highlighted in schools where Intercultural Mediators encourage
teachers to view the immigrant’s diverse languages as an asset to her development in the host
language rather than an interference. This includes a shift away from the long-standing idea that only
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the language of the host country should be spoken in the classroom. “Language proficiency is no
longer seen as a monolithic phenomenon that occurs independently of the linguistic repertoires and
trajectories of learners and teachers, but rather shaped by uneven and ever-changing competences,
both linguistic and cultural” (Piccardo 2013).
Curriculum and Studies for the Intercultural Mediator
The evolving curriculum for Intercultural Mediation involves a profound and wide-reaching
examination into a variety of fields (many of which become studied together e.g., sociolinguistics,
psychosociology). Self-study for Intercultural Mediators is ongoing and necessary to stay current on
that which is never static—the movement of people and set policies that affect those people.
Continuing study of languages is also paramount, including both the native languages as well as
those used the host country. A sample course outline is exampled below:
Anthropology
Culture, Negotiating Conflicts, Prejudices, Stereotypes, Anthropology of Communication
Immigration Law and Politics
History of Developments, EU and International Law, Geneva Convention, Dublin Regulation
Psychology
Trauma, Communal Mind, Burn-Out in Mediation, Empathy, Hospitality
Sociology
Assimilation, Social Cohesion, Enculturation, Marginalization, Multiculturalism, Transnationalism
Linguistics and Communication
Interpersonal Communication, Plurilingual Pedagogy, Proxemics, Gestures, Haptics, Translanguaging, Critical
Discourse Analysis, Approaches to Language Development, Identity, Active Listening
Migration
Historical Patterns, Challenges and Potential Solutions, Travel Routes and Politics, Global Situations, Climate
Change, Genocide, Famine and Disaster, Colonialism
Human Rights
Rights and Laws in Different Languages, Country Divergence, Commission (C3) Preparation
Social Services
Access and Procedure to Social Services, Public Education or Tutoring, Medical and Psychological Services
History & World Religions
Effects of War, Current Issues, Comparative Religions, Ongoing Conflicts
Demographics
Geography, Economic impacts, Birth and Death Statistics, Population Size, Distribution and Composition
Work Security
Safety in threatening situations, Insurance, Health Concerns in Migrant Populations
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Functions of Intercultural Mediation
The Intercultural Mediator has the primary function of making communications easier between
people belonging to different anthropological cultures and is applied on three levels (adapted from a
training course for Intercultural Mediators organized by the H.E.L.P. Cooperative of Rome in 2004).
1. Linguistic—Communication: bilateral interpretation, prevention and management of
relational gaps and obstacles, second language development.
2. Orientation—Information: translating information for access to public services, informing
the operators of the specific nature of the need and cultural differences of the user.
3. Psychosocial—Social-Cultural: facilitating social change, preventing and mitigating
prejudices, trauma treatment, assisting medical specialists, and cultural integration.
Linguistic Support and Language Development
The linguistic aspect of mediation is essential for immigrants. One of the first works that the
Intercultural Mediator and immigrant accomplish together is the preparation of form C3, the
document that requests asylum in Italy. Submitting that document triggers the Commission, when
the immigrant will present her story and answer questions in a session to determine whether or not
she will be granted protection. The Intercultural Mediator listens as the immigrant tells the memoria
(the story of her flight), which becomes a springboard to prepare for the Commission itself.
Other than interpreting and translating, the Intercultural Mediator provides access to a
language education environment. Italy is far behind other European states in the area of language
education, due to an inflexibility in teaching style and an unprecedented need for teaching Italian to
speakers of other languages. Italians have previously not had much occasion to teach their language
to non-native speakers except to the occasional poet or interested international student. The wellknown degree for English speakers who teach their language to speakers of other languages
(TESOL) did not exist even as a concept in Italy until very recently, making the role of Intercultural
Mediation all the more crucial.
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Intercultural Mediators work together with language teachers to improve both curriculum
(the what) and approaches (the how) of language education. For this reason, they are trained in
Linguistics and Language Development. In the future, the role of a TESOL educator may be further
developed to include Mediation and vice versa. Since the long-term goal for migrants is to learn the
language, meaningful and personalized content will facilitate development in the classroom.
Grammar can be taught in more subtle ways, when it arrives in dialogue, rather than forming lessons
that introduce grammatical concepts outside relevant communication. This notion of grammaring was
first introduced by linguist, Diane Larsen Freeman, and has since been expounded on by leading
TESOL educators. Grammaring allows teachers to put down the book, even to walk away from it, by
challenging the idea that learners follow a certain path of attainment (e.g., present tense, then past
perfect, then conditionals). Instead, grammaring combines the elements of emergence with what
teachers have discovered from Corpus Linguistics to create the perfect storm of natural, yet targeted,
language learning. As Professor Elka Todeva poetically expounds in her 2016 speech, Grammaring:
An almost holy trinity of genuine communication, playful focus-on-form and demand high pedagogy:
It is student-driven with regard to areas of exploration in the sense that the teacher
pays close attention to the topics students bring to the table. Amidst this thematic
richness, the teacher artfully guides the class energy to the topics that naturally trigger
the use of grammatical categories that are of significant communicative importance
and/or are particularly challenging for learners (Todeva 2016).
Approaches to teaching language are as important as curriculum, particularly when
considering the vulnerability of asylum-seeking immigrants. Second Language Development within
migrant populations is a sensitive and complex subject, especially when it gets held hostage to the
idea of integration. Common perceptions of the host nation are that the immigrant must learn the
country’s language in order to be integrated into the particular society. “Politicians of all persuasions
have made integration and cohesion central to their policies and rhetoric, and on many occasions
have laid blame for a perceived lack of cohesion at the feet of migrants, in particular the perception
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that migrants fail to learn [English] well enough to integrate (Bryers et al. 2012).” However, there are
many reasons why language development can be delayed or rejected all together by the newcomer
(see Identity and Language Learning, Bonny Norton 2013). “There is a growing body of qualitative and
ethnographic research about migrants’ real lives, which explores topics such as belonging, notions of
community and local perceptions of social cohesion. This research can act as an antidote to
inaccurate and discriminatory top-down discourses and policies about minority communities and
individuals (Bryers et al. 2012).” When educators are conscious and considerate of factors affecting
migrants learning, language teaching becomes transformative.
Transformative language teaching has the potential not only to aid in the development of a
language, but of a whole person and subsequently of a society. Specifically, transformative language
teaching refers to the thoughtful and intentional selection of topics and materials by conscious
educators that include learners’ real life situations in the process and where dialogue is targeted to
bring about social change. One particular approach being used by some TESOL centers in England
is the Participatory Approach, developed by Brazilian Marxist educator, Paulo Freire, in his book
Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1974). A British project titled Whose Integration? employed Participatory
techniques to explore what integration meant to immigrant students in TESOL classes in London.
The teachers wanted to go beyond the research collected from surveys and interviews, which offer
only a snapshot of integration and do not capture the nature of integration as process. They created
this dynamic project in order to document people in the act of integrating and also incorporate
migrant voices that are often left out of the conversation, even when the conversation refers directly
to them. The project aimed to “explore the meaning of the term (integration) from the perspective of
students and to deliberate with them about what the concept means to them in their everyday lives”
(Bryers, et al. 2012). The teachers then documented how the courses unfolded from week to week,
how themes emerged, and how meaning was made collectively through dialogue and debate.

Mediation in the Mediterranean: Italy as a Crucible for Immigration and Intercultural Mediation

35	
  

The project involved two different groups of TESOL learners in two different locations.
The first group was based at Tower Hamlet’s College and was mostly composed of unemployed
Bengali and Somali women who had been in the UK for at least five years. The other group met in
Greenwich and had a greater range of nationalities, first languages, and levels of English since there
were no immigration requirements to attend the course. The teachers named the 3 sections: Making
Meaning, Going Deeper, and Broadening Out in order to illustrate key points that surfaced during the
project. In the Meaning Making stage (weeks 1-2), a ‘Picture Pack’ of images triggered associations
about integration and a ‘Card Cluster’ helped bring together knowledge about the topic. Recurring
themes were Racism, Money, Social Class, and Culture. In Going Deeper (weeks 3-4), codes were used
to pose problems that arose from in-class dialogue. One code was an image of a Muslim woman in a
hijab riding a bicycle while the males in the community pointed fingers disapprovingly. “The
subsequent discussion in five stages (describe, define, personalize, discuss, and suggest) centered on
cultural stereotypes, but proved analytical and inquiring and moved beyond the mere replication of
mainstream views we sometimes saw in weeks one and two” (Bryers et al. 2012).
One of the striking features of the discussion was the way in which students
developed their ideas from a simple stance of ‘this is how it is done in our culture’ to
a more questioning, even resistant position. As an example, one male student said in
response to the picture: ‘If my wife rides a bike, the men in my culture they don’t
accept it, my father, my brother my uncle.’ This was challenged by a female student,
who objected, ‘But you say the same about your wife!’ He then thought some more
about his position and explained: ‘If you live in joint family then people say, “it’s not
right, it’s not good.”’ Later in the debate, after several probes and explorations, the
same student seemed to shift his point of view and commented: ‘...in real life maybe
you can’t ride a bike as a Muslim woman, but what we are saying here is ‘why not?’
(Bryers et al. 2012)
In the Broadening Out phase, learners read political quotes on migration and integration and created a
‘Problem Tree’ to examine causes, consequences and possible solutions. At the end of the project,
the teachers felt satisfied that both they and their learners had participated in a process that brought
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them deeper into an understanding of integration, a process that also allowed them to actually
experience integration in their TESOL course.
During the project we came to see integration as a state that people slip in and out of
depending on the circumstances of the moment. Unexpected alliances were formed,
which transcended the boundaries of culture, nationality, class and religion, and
many of us moved out, even if fleetingly, from our comfort zones. Students and
teachers have multiple, shifting identities and allegiances, which are national, local,
gender based and religious and some of these are more salient than others at
different times. The most important thing was to feel a sense of belonging locally
(Bryers et al. 2012).
With the centrality of language for communication, and therefore integration, the roles of Language
educator and Intercultural Mediator are knit so tightly that they may eventually become fused, with
mediators taking on the role of language teachers and vice versa.
Another important consideration with regards to communication in and around migrating
populations is the notion of plurilingualism. The changes and sense of mobility brought about by
current migrations combined with evolving thoughts born out of postmodern philosophy are
causing a paradigm shift in the field of linguistics. Rather than stressing strict differences between
languages and state borders, plurilingulism focuses on the richness that comes from language and
culture crossover.
The fundamental socioeconomic changes brought about by globalization have
contributed to moving from modernity to postmodernity, and from solid to liquid
modernity. This process has implied going from the imposition of uniformity, order,
and the homogenization of individuals by nation states in an attempt to provide
certainties, to a condition characterized by “institutionalized pluralism, variety,
contingency and ambivalence” (Bauman 1992). (Piccardo 2013).
From a plurilingual perspective, there is value in the language and culture ported into the new
society. This value can be noted in both the expansion of cultural traditions as well as in the
evolution of languages and therefore the way we communicate as human beings. Simply put, new
words equal new thoughts, new traditions offer new ways of seeing. As migrating populations come
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into contact with the language of their host country, there is catalyst for change, as in a chemical
reaction (Piccardo 2013).
This paradigm shift in the field of linguistics is also changing the way educators and learners
think about language development. There is no longer a sharp division between languages, where
only the target language is used in the learning process. Instead, all the individual’s languages are
seen as assets that facilitate learning and contribute to a deeper understanding of communication
(Canagarajah 2011). “In recent years, language plurality has started to be seen as a source of positive
learner attributes, such as higher cognitive flexibility; linguistic, cultural, and conceptual transfer; and
enhanced capacity for abstract, divergent, and creative thinking” (Piccardo 2013). Learning a
language is nonlinear, and errors are embraced as a way to progress. “The mother tongue(s) is/are
not excluded from this process: every (new) language acquisition modifies the global language
competence of individuals and shapes their linguistic repertoires” (Piccardo 2013). Although Italy
has a long way to go with regards to accepting and expanding a plurilingual perspective with regards
to language development, the very fact of recent migration trends is slowly, but surely pushing a new
awareness for Italians.
Orientation and Information Support
Other than Linguistic support, Orientation and Information for immigrants are daily
activities for Intercultural Mediators. A Comparative research report by Dr. Bénédicte Halba
synthesizes the role of Intercultural Mediation in different sectors of life.
In the health sector: facilitating communication during medical visits, advising the
medical staff on the patients’ cultures of origin, offering assistance in acquiring registration to the
National Health Services and orientation in hospitals or medical facilities.
In the working sector: providing informative material; advising immigrants on how to
write their resume and compile forms; creating and managing data banks or archives to be used
for job searches; helping immigrants obtain an equivalent of their academic titles; illustrating the
procedures necessary to obtain a driver’s license; facilitating the bureaucratic practices of
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necessary documents; fostering contacts with potential employers; facilitating in attainment of job
contracts.
In the legal sector: carrying out sworn translations; providing informative material in the
mother tongue; accompanying immigrants to various offices; advising the service staff on the
clients’ cultures of origin; offering guidelines on bureaucratic processes involved in obtaining
documents.
In the social service sector: facilitating communication between social workers and service
seekers in case of linguistic and cultural comprehension difficulties; helping to facilitate resolution
of cases where immigrants seeking the services are involved.
In the educational sector: facilitating communication between foreign students and their
teachers and between the foreign students’ families and teachers; offering temporary assistance to
teachers whose students have difficulties with Italian language; providing consult to teachers in
cases of problematic behaviors; providing refreshment courses for teachers on intercultural
themes; participating in meetings; providing advice in multicultural education projects (Halba
2009).
In all of these situations, the main work of Intercultural Mediation is to be a bridge. The spoken
word is the tool and basis for mediation, but sometimes language gets in the way. “Translation,
decoding, deciphering are essential in Intercultural Mediation but slow a mediator and divert his
attention from his principal duty of bridging the gap, facilitating negotiations and settlement. There
are often issues regarding reasoning and stereotyping, frustrations, withdrawal or acquiescence as a
result of misunderstandings or errors in interpretation” (Adeline 2009). For this reason, Intercultural
Mediators must be aware not only of text, but of context and subtext as well.
Psychosocial and Sociocultural Support
Psychosocial and sociocultural support is another pillar that maintains the relationship
between Intercultural Mediators and immigrants. A major obstacle to cultural integration is migrant
trauma. The majority of asylum-seekers arriving in Europe have suffered some type of violence or
torture. Studies show how even a seemingly simple move from one home to another in someone’s
own country can be stressful, but crossing borders and changing languages adds another layer of
difficulty. Differences in culturally accepted behaviors from one society to another can hinder
integration as well as healing from trauma. This is often the case for immigrants in Italy where
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“cultural and language differences of Italian society have proven to be barriers on the path to
recovery” (Lawrie 2016). A specific example of this is observed in the cultural importance that
Europeans place on direct eye contact, whereas for African or Arabic cultures direct eye contact can
be interpreted as a sign of disrespect. The presence of Intercultural Mediators allows for this
clarification between physicians and patients. “When patients have been through severe trauma,
maintaining eye contact can be the least of their issues. They can become withdrawn, unresponsive
and unable to properly process information” (Lawrie 2016). Trauma can also lead to problems in
memory, making it difficult to learn Italian. However, Italians may interpret not learning their
language or staying in bed all day as a sign of laziness or refusal to integrate. Doctors Without Borders is
working on a multidisciplinary treatment in Rome that combines physical and psychological therapy
with cross-cultural mediation for the holistic healing of refugee torture victims. Intercultural
Mediators are fully included in the therapy process, participating in meetings and emotional
supervision of the patient.
The stigma against psychotherapy is another obstacle to treatment. Many people from
African countries are totally unfamiliar with the process, while Middle Easterners tend to see the
need for therapy as a weakness or an illness. “The cultural groups that we treat here, mainly from the
Middle East, they kept it as a secret from the family if they had mental health. Either you’re healthy
or you’re insane and there’s nothing in between” (Lawrie 2016). A man named Ahmad, once a
refugee himself, now an Intercultural Mediator in Sicily, recounts his experience.
I met a very young Eritrean guy who was speaking in Arabic. He came to me and we
started to speak in Arabic; we spoke about everything, about Italy, the possibility of
getting services in Italy, his journey over. He started to feel more comfortable talking
with me and explained what his experiences were during the journey. He was a very
young man, travelling with a lot of Syrians. They left from Egypt; he saw with his
own eyes a very young, 11 year old Syrian girl who died in the boat over; he was 16
years old. He told me that for days he was thinking about what would happen to
him. Before he talked to me, he never spoke to someone else, not while he was in
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Italy, or while he was travelling. For days and days he used to think about the image
of this young girl in the sea, with fishes eating her body (Lawrie 2016).
“Ahmad described how the boy refused initially to seek psychiatric help when he arrived, due to the
stigma against psychiatric help in Eritrean culture. It wasn’t until talking to Ahmad that the boy was
able to get the assistance he needed to move on. While the boy had not experienced torture per se,
his reluctance to seek help is shared, and often even stronger, by victims of torture” (Lawrie 2016).
Conclusion
Intercultural Mediation is an exciting and transformative profession that has potential to
effect real change in Italy and Europe with regards to immigration. In a transcultural world,
Intercultural Mediators act as cultural ambassadors who employ plurilingual competencies that
foster and facilitate communication. The particular qualities of an Intercultural Mediator are
flexibility, curiosity, self-awareness, and fortitude, while the particular responsibilities are
linguistic/communicative,

information/orientation,

and

psychosocial/sociocultural

support.

Intercultural Mediation is creative in that it creates new connections between people or groups from
which both parties benefit, renewing in that it improves existing connections between the mediated
parties, connections that had been deteriorated or loosened before the conflict, preventative in that it
foresees and prevents conflicts that might occur between people or groups, and therapeutic in that it
assists and helps people or groups to find solutions and chose ways out of already existing conflicts
(Six 1990). The profession has the potential to fuse with language education (e.g. TESOL) since
there is significant crossover between the two, particularly when language teachers encourage
dialogue and create a more porous classroom. The study involved in Intercultural Mediation is both
wide-reaching and deep, with ongoing research into migration studies as well as continued language
formation. In sum, Intercultural Mediators are agents for social change in that they facilitate accords
between diverse groups, allowing for the emergence of new cultures.
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INTEGRATION THROUGH JOB CREATION
As important as Intercultural Mediation is in Italy, without work, both immigrants and
Italians remain in a state of limbo. David Hawkins’ idea of I, Thou, and It illustrates the importance
of a third connection. “Without a Thou, there is no I evolving. Without an It, there is no context, no
figure and no heat, but only an affair of mirrors confronting each other” (2003). Work is the It that
allows us to know one another and truly integrate by putting our energy together into something
other than ourselves. The following pages include a business plan for immigrants and Italians to
work together in a company named Socrates where people raise sheep and knit socks from their wool.

You have been told also that life is darkness and in your weariness you echo what was said by the weary. And I say that life is indeed darkness save
when there is urge and all urge is blind save when there is knowledge and all knowledge is vain save when there is work and all work is empty save
when there is love. And when you work with love you bind yourself to yourself, and to one another, and to God. (Khalil Gibran)
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Socrates
Integration Through Job Creation

“Wealth does not bring goodness, but goodness brings wealth and every other blessing,
both to the individual and to the state.”

The recent wave of immigration to Italy brings new
challenges

for

an

already

lagging

economy

where

high

unemployment affects both Italians and immigrants. This
immigration phenomenon is new for Italy and issues of integration and unemployment are at the
forefront of society. At Socrates, true integration is made possible through creative work, in the
production of high quality, wool socks. The potential of Socrates to promote integration through job
creation can become a model for other companies and a vision for stabilizing the economy.
Agricultural practices have faded in the Italian region of Molise, but were once the way
people subsisted and sustained community. Wool working has a long history in Molise stretching
back to the Samnites, the pre-Roman hill tribe people of the area. By combining traditional practices
with modern methods of raising sheep and tending their wool, Socrates will aid in reclaiming both
abandoned culture and lands. In partnering with The Samnite Museum of Campobasso, the company will
allow for a tangible study of Samnite culture by practicing spinning methods used by their women.
The Molise region is characterized by its rural nature where a few still work the land. The area is
visited by skiers and hikers who come to rest in its beautiful mountains. While wool clothing was
worn traditionally, its use has declined and there is currently no producer of wool socks in the
region. Wool makes a superior yarn for producing socks as it is insulating, highly absorbent, dries
quickly, and is naturally antimicrobial.
The philosopher, Socrates, believed that the way to get at truth was through dialogue and it
is after this idea that the company is named. As the Italian economy becomes stretched to include
immigrants, it is important to ensure that everyone has a voice at the table. Engagement in weekly
conversations at Socrates will create a culture of flexibility and expansion, shifting the perspective
from restrictive work, where an employee is forced to fit into a very defined role, to a more elastic
model in which both the person and the position can grow and expand. In addition to dialectic
conversation, Socrates will have a cooperative work model where all employees share in decisionmaking and company profits. The company will support diverse roles from production and
agriculture to marketing and management. On site training and education allows for the growth of
employees within these roles. Entrepreneurial spirit is valued and employees have time to dream and
design new possibilities.
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SOCKS FOR YOUR HEART AND
MIND
...and also your feet
“What is the nature of socks?”
Socrates is an employee owned
start-up specializing in high quality wool
socks. Some of the wool will be sourced
from sheep sustained on local lands
where Italians and immigrants learn from
one

another

in

collaborative

environments. The sock factory and agricultural lands are located in the valley of the Volturno, at
the bottom of the Apennine mountain chain. This region of Italy was traditionally agricultural, but
significant population loss over the last several years and a shift away from agricultural practices
have left people unemployed and lands abandoned. Socrates began as dream, a vision, a seed that was
planted when Nicole and her husband, Caleb moved with their five children to Molise from
Vermont. The year they arrived, immigration to Italy had soared to an all time high and so had
unemployment.
Being immigrants themselves, the Abettis quickly became involved with the immigrant
population in Molise. Nicole, a TESOL educator and Intercultural Mediator, began teaching classes
and running small programs at the immigration center in their town, Scapoli. Caleb hiked the
mountains, studying ancient Samnite culture. The
Samnites were well known as sheepherders and
famed wool workers. Wool was so important in
society that women were buried with their spindles.
Coming from Vermont, wool socks had
always been important to the Abetti family, as they
spent many hours working and playing outside in the mountains. They were surprised to learn that
while wool had traditionally been worn in the Molise region, there was no place to buy quality wool
socks anymore. The idea of keeping sheep and working wool had long appealed to Nicole and she
soon began dreaming up a sock factory like the one in their hometown, Northfield, Vermont. She
envisioned it as a way to employ local Italians to work side by side with the new immigrants in a
collaborative and meaningful way.
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In 2017, Nicole attended a
course on Intercultural Mediation
organized by Silvana Celima. Within
the

class,

a

small

group

of

Intercultural Mediators decided to
form an association that they named,
100% Umani (100% Human). The
group’s mission is to effect social
change

throughout

Molise

in

disadvantaged sectors such as the immigrant population. Their team is helping transform the dream
of Socrates into reality by seeking funding sources and helping to clarify the company’s mission.
100% Umani brought the idea of Socrates to the Community of Cerro al Volturno, a small
mountain town in the Volturno valley under the fantastic medieval castle, Pandone. The mayor, Remo
Di Ianni, loved the concept of Socrates which was very much in-line with his own vision of
integration for the town, which already housed two immigrant centers. Mr. Di Ianni offered them
use of the abandoned preschool as a potential space to be repurposed for sock production, social
integration and learning. He also offered them the use of communal lands for sheep grazing. 100%
Umani then took the idea to a local shepherd, Silvano Staffieri, who
told them that they could have his wool since there was no longer a
market for him to sell it in.
Socrates is a unique addition to the landscape of Molise in
two ways. Industry is almost obsolete in the mountainous area with
most production located in the coastal plains of Termoli. While
large-scale production of socks is not an initial goal for Socrates, the
company hopes to expand and create small-scale sock-making hubs around Molise. Also nonexistent are cooperative companies with the intention of modeling integration in the Italian
economy. Socrates is passionate about this mission and believes that its ‘integration through job
creation’ model will inspire other companies to do the same.
Socrates is the only wool sock-maker in Molise. By collecting wool from local shepherds, they
will also become the only place in Italy where wool is collected from local shepherds and processed
by hand (shear, scour, card, spin and dye) into yarn for the purpose of sock production.
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The socks will be knitted on machines that are reproductions of vintage sock-making turnstyle knitters. There is only one person in the world that does this reproduction of vintage sockknitting machines. David Erlbacher, a
fourth

generation

machinist

from

Missouri, USA adds a few minor changes
and updated material to make the
machines faster and smoother. Since they
are hand cranked to knit the sock, no
electricity is required, making the process
extremely eco-friendly. Training is simple
and can be accomplished quickly. By Fall
2018, we expect to be up and running
with 10 sock-knitting machines.
The sheep are a heritage breed
called, “Gentile di Puglia.” They are a
cross between Merino rams (originally
from Spain) and the Italian Carfagna. Gentile di Puglia were once prolific along the mountainsides
of Molise, but now they are almost extinct. By choosing these sheep, we are not only gaining a high
quality of wool due to their merino-like qualities, but are also ensuring that this fantastic breed does
not die out.
Initial production is estimated to
begin in May, after the first shearing of
sheep. We will practice scouring, carding,
and combing the donated wool. These
processes decrease the weight of the wool,
but the byproducts can be repurposed:
lanolin is used for soaps and ointments,
short fibers are turned into felt and
vegetable matter can be used as fuel. There
is also the possibility of selling some of the
sheep to local butcher shops in the fall time
as an additional source of income.
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Two socks become a pair.
The whole is other than the sum of its parts.
Socrates seeks to reclaim the original meaning of the
word integration from its Latin roots, integratus, “ to
make whole.” Within this whole, individuals retain
their integrity, but the process of collaboration
creates something new. True integration for
immigrants and Italians is made possible through
work, which allows for a new culture to emerge.
Socrates is proud to be led by a team of
knowledgeable individuals working for social justice
through socks...
Nicole Patteuw Abetti likes to be near ruins. She is
inspired by places where nature fights to take itself back. She draws on this energy with fearlessness
to create more subtle fusions between earth and mankind. Her dream is to be able to offer
meaningful work when someone asks.
Caleb Abetti is a lover of Samnite culture and the mountains where these tribal people once
nestled. He is poet and carpenter, crafting both wood and words with precision. Distracted and
focused, he listens and sees into the heart of people.
Silvana Celima is a sock sister, a utopia-seeker, one who sacrifices herself for others. She studies
law and business, always working for social justice. She gets it done at any cost. She is a loyal friend
full of wit and strength, not afraid to get her hands dirty. She fights for the underdog.
Giovanni Formichelli is the embodiment of creative thought. He is heart and head, soul and goal,
flight and claws. He feels the weight of the world and this makes him a little moody. His goal is a
utopian peace between humans and unconditional love.
Valentina Notte is from her mother’s smile and her father’s sweat. She sits poised between the
solidarity of her land and the dream of a distant future. She hopes she can live in a better world and
be a creator of this change.
Chiara Maddonni is a flame, quiet but full of glow. She is a warrior and a truth seeker who has no
time for bullies. She is car lover and bright eyes.
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The Opportunities
Relationships are very important in Italy and this extends to business too. By
having a strong partnership with the local comune leaders and area experts in
agriculture, the team at Socrates will have ample access to knowledge and resources
in Molise. This fact will allow Socrates to overcome some of its internal weaknesses
such as the team’s limited experience in agriculture. Socrates believes that the cooperative structure of
the company will be a complement to people’s strong desire to work. When people have a voice at
the table they are invested in the outcome of their effort. The company will start modestly with ten
employees. Each employee will have a share in profits and through weekly conversations, will have
input in company decisions.
The Challenges
One of the biggest challenges to this venture is the health of the Italian economy. There is
not the same consumer mentality that exists in the more well-to-do European economies and people
have limited expendable income. This, coupled with a small
population, will make finding a market large enough in Molise
somewhat difficult. Because of this, Socrates will plan on using
already processed wool to keep costs down in the beginning
while learning the ins and outs of wool working. The
company will also have a targeted marketing plan to reach the
outdoor markets and artisanal markets. It will be important to expand to markets outside of Molise
as production allows.
Market Analysis
Italians spent $1.24 billion dollars on socks in 2017. The average person purchases 4.73 pairs
of socks at $4.32. Since Socrates socks are hand crafted and made of wool the price of one pair will be
close to what one person spends yearly on socks. It is imperative that Socrates develop a marketing
plan to target the buyer who values the attributes of hand crafted wool socks. It will also be
important to reach the hiker/recreation market as well. This could be places like artisanal markets
where handmade items are valued. Another platform could be online sites, such as Etsy, which
encourage artisanal products. The sock industry in Italy is expected to hold steady for the next 5
years at 278 million pairs of socks sold each year. Given Molise’s population of 313,348, the region
can expect to purchase close to 1.5 million pairs of socks totaling $639,360,000. The opportunity
exists to expand outside of Molise to other artisanal markets throughout Italy.
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Marketing Plan
The importance of relationships in Italy is a positive factor in marketing socks for Socrates. The vast
majority of people purchase their socks in stores rather than online. Through strong relationships
with area stores that target those who work and play outside, Socrates will have access to those
markets in addition to small artisanal markets. Socrates will develop its online presence to market
those outside of the Molise region.
Financial Projections
Initial Expenses
Knitting machines 1,800 Eur.………………..….18,000 Euro
Herd of sheep 100 x 20……………...…………...2,000 Euro
Land for housing the sheep……………………...5,000 Euro
Two spinning wheels………………………………500 Euro
Carding machine…………………………………..200 Euro
Brushes for Wool………………………………... ...50 Euro
Natural Dyes……………………………………….50 Euro
Yarn……………………………………………...1000 Euro

Recurring Expenses
Employees 20 x 500 Euro month……....10,000 Euro/month
Electric bill…………………………….…...50 Euro/month
Hay for winter months…………………....100 Euro/month
Veterinary Bills……………………………100 Euro/month
Yarn………………...…………..……….......75 Euro/month

Cash Flow Analysis
At this stage the project has no capital and there
is no cash flow. With the online site, Kickstarter, we
hope to fundraise 25,000 Euro to cover the initial
expenses. We are currently seeking investors to
fund the first year of operations. In addition, the
team at 100% Umani are tirelessly reading and
responding to financial grants from the EU and Molise as a potential source of income. Geobarns,
LLC in the USA has offered to offset some of the initial costs.
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